As is well known, the epilogue of the Thebaid is marked by two dominant figures, with respect to which Statius defines his own position. 1 In consigning his work to posterity, the poet pays a twofold homage to Virgil and Domitian, that is the highest authorities in literature and politics respectively: My Thebaid, on whom I have spent twelve wakeful years, will you long endure and be read when your master is gone? Already, 'tis true, Fame has strewn a kindly path before you and begun to show the new arrival to posterity. Already great-hearted Caesar deigns to know you, and the studious youth of Italy learns you and recites. Live, I pray; and essay not the divine Aeneid, but ever follow in her footsteps from afar in adoration. Soon, if any envy still spreads clouds before you, it shall perish, and after me you shall be paid the honours you deserve.
2 * Versions of this paper were delivered at the Amsterdam Symposium and in Bari, Florence, Palermo and Udine. I thank my audiences at those occasions for their comments, and Glenn Most for his critical remarks on an earlier draft of these pages.
1 On this much discussed passage cf., among others, Williams 1986; Hardie 1993, 110ff. and Hardie 1997; Nugent 1996; Braund 1996; Hinds 1998, 91-8; Pollmann 2001; Dominik 2003; Georgacoupoulou 2005, 229-42. 2 Translations from Statius are by Shackleton Bailey 2003.
What immediately strikes the reader (and has long been interpreted as a sample of the 'Virgilianism' of the Flavian epicists) is the hyperbolic homage to the great epic poet -especially in comparison with the fairly restrained tribute paid to the emperor. Virgil is exalted to the ranks of the gods (an honour usually reserved for the emperor), and is said to be such a superior model that his followers should remain at a respectful distance, showing the veneration that is due to a god.
3
The deification of ancestors, as we know, is the typical custom of imperial power (starting with Augustus himself, who promotes the deification of Caesar); but we also know that there is nothing innocent or disinterested about this custom. In other words, deification is part of a logic of self-promotion 4 and above all of succession: the figure who is deified is the one to whom one hopes to succeed, the one whose power one hopes to inherit (as, precisely with reference to Augustus, already Cassius Dio lucidly observed: "so they [sc. the triumvirs] eagerly did everything which tended to Caesar's honour, in expectation of some day being themselves thought worthy of like honours ", 47.18.2). 5 The deification of one's predecessor is an operation which, in time, will benefit the promoter of the initiative: it is part of a strategy of consolidation and perpetuation of one's own power, a way to prepare one's own immortality. Consequently, also the gesture of Statius, who deifies Virgil, proves to be less ingenuous and innocent than it has been described by a long critical tradition. 6 In deifying Virgil, and thus certifying his 'classic' status, the poet Statius is simply preparing the way for his own inclusion among the classics (as is confirmed by the image of Fame, who has started to show the new poem to future ages). Turning Virgil into a god, a classic to be con-
